Memory impairment and schizophrenia: the role of processing speed.
A link between slowing of processing speed and cognitive disorders, including memory, has repeatedly been found in research on aging, and suggested in other cognitively impaired populations. We tested the hypothesis that a link between memory impairment and slowing of processing speed would also be observed in schizophrenia. Forty-four schizophrenic patients and 40 normal controls were administered a memory task involving free recall and recognition. Processing speed was assessed by the Digit Symbol Substitution Test. Working memory span was assessed as well. The measure of processing speed was consistently correlated with the various memory measures in patients, including efficiency of encoding. These correlations remained significant, or tended to be significant, when working memory span was partialled out. Memory deficits observed in schizophrenia may thus be partly accounted for by a slowing of processing speed. It is suggested that research on cognitive deficits in this and other mental diseases focus more on processing speed.